r8a              THE  TIME   OF   MY  LIFE
form and draped with sheets and towels wrung from the steaming
wash-boiler. As the moment arrived to again scrub and rinse my
hands I observed with some surprise that they were steady, that I
breathed more easily, that much of my former perturbation had
given way to calmness. Behind me through the thin partition came
murmuring voices, an occasional oath, the vibration of heavy
footsteps. With folded arms and a grim expression around his
inouth, the father stood against the wall watching my every move-
ment; the mother sat behind the stove, her eyes round with fear
and bewilderment. It was an occasion she never quite understood
and never remotely appreciated.
Providentially, the operation was successful; a ruptured
appendix was removed and the patient made a complete re-
covery. But as a demonstration of approved surgical tech-
nique as of that day and date it would have rated very
low; upon reading it up again that night I was reminded of
several meticulously described details I had skipped or over-
looked, and this in spite of having committed them to memory
step by step.
But in the light of modern surgical practice my almost sub-
conscious performance was not so bad; much of what I inad-
vertently omitted is now generally condemned, and the caution,
simplicity and care with which I proceeded through doubts and
fear$ are now dictated by wisdom and experience.
My first dozen or so obstetrical cases, most of which were natives,
were instructive in revealing the certainty with which babies are
born with or without a doctor's assistance. But I was yet to learn
that a normal pregnancy in a normal woman did not necessarily
terminate in the normal delivery of a normal infant; that probably
in no other field of medicine were the results of negligence on the
one hand and unwise or inept interference on the other so fre-
quently and so suddenly disastrous.
Indian women tisually had their first babies in their middle or
late teens, and Remained off their feet not longer than the follow-
ing day. One or more old women, experienced in such matters,
were present to assist with words of encouragement and to grunt
along with the prospective mother during each pain. As labour
progressed, one of them would tie a wide band around the patient's
abdomen, which was given a good twist with a stick, tourniquet
fashion, following each contraction. My job was to stand around
m the darkened room awaiting a final expulsive effort. I was then